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The Book of Negroes¶,OOXVWUDWHG(GLWLRQ&LUFXODWLQJ$IULFDQ-Canadian History 
through the Middlebrow 
Gillian Roberts 
 
 
/DZUHQFH+LOO¶VQRYHOThe Book of Negroes tells the story of Aminata, a West 
African girl kidnapped and sold into the transatlantic slave trade, and her experiences in 
an indigo plantation in the American south, followed by further displacements to 
Charleston, New York, Nova Scotia, Sierra Leone, and London. It KDVEHHQODXGHGDV³DQ
important revisionist work that simultaneously adheres to and undermines [the slave-
QDUUDWLYH@JHQUH´<RUNHDQGDWH[WLQZKLFKWKH³KLVWRULFDOIDFWV´RIWKH%ODFN
/R\DOLVWV¶PLJUDWLRQWR1RYD6FRWLD³DUHUHPHPRULHGDQGUHZRYHQLQWRWKHIDEULFRIWKH
&DQDGLDQKLVWRULFDOUHFRUG´'XII1 The novel has enjoyed a remarkable afterlife: 
WKHZLQQHURIWKH&RPPRQZHDOWK:ULWHUV¶3UL]HThe Book of Negroes also went on to 
win Canada Reads in 2009; a film adaptation is currently under development with 
Clement Virgo as director; a Black History in Canada EduFDWLRQ*XLGHIHDWXULQJ+LOO¶V
novel, was produced by the Historica-Dominion Institute; and an illustrated edition of 
The Book of Negroes was published in hardcover in 2009 and in paperback in 2012. 
These elements all contribute to a middlebrowing of the novel insofar as they enhance the 
wide circulation of the novel and repackage the text in increasingly didactic and/or 
popular formats. This article considers the significance and implications of the illustrated 
edition, advertised as D³NHHSVDNH´RU³VRXYHQLU´HGLWLRQ particularly its method of 
attempting to circulate knowledge about African-Canadian history through visual 
pleasure. 
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 The illustrated edition of The Book of Negroes contains more than 150 images, 
including paintings, sketches, engravings, photographs, maps, documents, and 
photographed objects. Many images appear in the margins of the text, although some take 
up half a page, a whole page, or, as in the case of the historical Book of Negroes, the 
GRFXPHQWIURPZKLFK+LOO¶VQRYHOWDNHVLWVWLWOH a double-page spread. Images are 
accompanied with explanatory captions, either below, beside, or on the opposite page. At 
WKHHQGRIWH[WIROORZLQJWKHVHFWLRQV³$:RUGDERXW+LVWRU\´³)RU)XUWKHU5HDGLQJ´
DQGWKH$FNQRZOHGJPHQWVD³/LVWRI:RUNV5HSURGXFHG´-10) provides further 
information for each image, which can include the artist, the museum or gallery in which 
it is held, and the medium and date of production. Clearly, The Book of Negroes¶
illustrated edition diverges from most illustrated novels in that the images contained 
within it are not representations of narrative events, but rather, as Hill intimates in his 
³,QWURGXFWLRQWRWKH,OOXVWUDWHG(GLWLRQ´VRPHRIWKHVHYLVXDOWH[WVFRQWULEXWHGWRKLV
UHVHDUFKIRUWKHQRYHO³,FRXOGQ¶WEHJLn to name all of the works of art and historical 
artifacts that inspired me during the five years that I worked on The Book of Negroes. It 
seems that the visual images and factual information about the Black Loyalists and their 
journeys around the world all came rushing at me in the same hurricane of research and 
ZULWLQJ´[2  
 Scholarship focusing on illustrated novels has concentrated, unsurprisingly, on 
texts that present illustrations of scenes described within their narratives. As J. Hillis 
Miller noWHV³Many novels, especially in the nineteenth century, were, in their original 
DSSHDUDQFHDWOHDVWSURYLGHGZLWKLOOXVWUDWLRQV´%XWLIE\ ³the turn of the twentieth 
century, LOOXVWUDWLRQZDVDWLWVSHDN´&RSDQVE\WKHWLPHRIThe Book of Negroes¶
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publication in the first decade of the twenty-first century, illustrated editions had become 
VFDUFHLQOLWHUDWXUHSURGXFHGIRUDGXOWUHDGHUVDV³illustration [had] becom[e] more 
FRPPRQO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶VOLWHUDWXUH´*ROGHQ1RWRQO\ does the 
LOOXVWUDWLRQRIOLWHUDWXUHDSSHDUWREHFRPHGLYLGHGLQWHUPVRIWKHUHDGHU¶VDJHEXWWKH
discourse surrounding illustrated novels also suggests a divide in terms of high- and 
PLGGOHEURZ$V&DWKHULQH-*ROGHQREVHUYHV+HQU\-DPHVZDV³DYLUXOHnt critic of the 
late-nineteenth-FHQWXU\LOOXVWUDWHGERRN´DQGKLVFODLPLQWKHSUHIDFHWRThe Golden 
Bowl H[SUHVVHVDQ[LHW\DERXWWKHGLPLQXWLRQRIOLWHUDU\SRZHU³$Q\WKLQJWKDWUHOLHYHV
responsible prose of the duty of being, while placed before us, good enough, interesting 
enough and, if the question be of picture, pictorial enough, above all in itself, does it the 
worst of services, and may well inspire in the lover of literature certain lively questions as 
WRWKHIXWXUHRIWKDWLQVWLWXWLRQ´TWG LQ+DUPRQ,I³-DPHVFDPHWREHOLHYHWKDW
enjoying a nice illustration was an immature pleasure, to be looked back on fondly yet to 
EHVHWDVLGHZLWKRWKHUFKLOGLVKWKLQJV´+DUPRQOLWHUDU\KLVWRU\DSSHDUVXOWLPDWHO\
to have agreed with him, foU³>Z@KHQRQHVXUYH\VWKHW\SHRIZULWLQJDIWHU-DPHVWKDWLV
considered literary²writing that combines small initial audiences and low profits with 
high prestige and the (always slender) chance at classic status²what is notable is not the 
dangerous dominance of illustration that James predicted, but the near-absolute absence 
RILOOXVWUDWLRQ´+DUPRQ 
 The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQLVDW\SLFDORILOOXVWUDWHGQRYHOVERWKLQ
terms of the chronological priority of images over the narrative and the moment of 
SXEOLFDWLRQKLVWRU\LQZKLFKWKHLOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQRI+LOO¶VQRYHOZDVSURGXFHG
however, some of the questions surrounding the co-existence of image and text on the 
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page can equally be asked of the illustrated edition of The Book of Negroes. But I am less 
concerned with whether the images in The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ
³RYHUZKHOP´UDWKHUWKDQ³FRPSOHPHQ>W@´WKHQDUUDWLYH%UDFHZHOOWKDQZLWKWKH
function of particular images selected and the ways in which they are presented to the 
UHDGHULQUHODWLRQWRWKHQDUUDWLYH$V-XOLD7KRPDVDUJXHV³,QLOOXVWUDWHGERRNVWKHWH[W
is never completely submerged because the words are always there on the page, facing, 
VXUURXQGLQJRUDSSHQGHGWRWKHLPDJH´,QH[DPLQLQJThe Book of Negroes¶
illustrated edition, it is not simply the pre-H[LVWLQJQDUUDWLYHRI$PLQDWD¶VOLIHVWRU\
published without illustration in 2007, that co-exists with the images, but also the 
FDSWLRQVWKH³/LVWRI:RUNV5HSURGXFHG´DQG+LOO¶VLQWURGXFWLRQWKDt frame and mediate 
the relationship between image and narrative. It is difficult to map the first two elements 
RI(GZDUG+RGQHWW¶VGHFODUDWLRQWKDW³[i]llustrations basically do three things: (a) 
represent, (b) interpret, and (c) decorate´RQWRThe Book of Negroes, considering that 
the production of the images precedes the production of the text GHVSLWHWKHLPDJHV¶
selection for inclusion in the illustrated edition after). It is essential, however, to look 
FORVHO\DWLQVWDQFHVZKHQ+LOO¶VQDUUDWLYHGraws explicitly on these pre-existing images. 
Further, :-/LQWRQ¶VDUJXPHQWWKDW³WKHSLFWRULDOLOOXVWUDWLRQRIDERRN«VKRXOGEHDU
VRPHUHODWLRQWRLWVVXEMHFWWKURZVRPHOLJKWVRPHVSOHQGRXUXSRQLW´TWGLQ7KRPDV
24) offers some evocative criteria with which to examine the roles played by images in 
The Book of Negroes¶VLOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ.HHSLQJERWK+RGQHWW¶VDQG/LQWRQ¶VFULWHULDLQ
mind, I suggest that the images in the illustrated edition of The Book of Negroes function 
to educate and to decorate, and that it is necessary to identify how, or whether, the images 
relate to the narrative. $V,GLVFXVVEHORZWKHLPDJHV¶HGXFDWLRQDODQGGHFRUDWLYH
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functions not only operate in tension with each other, but they also create an incoherent 
visual text where historical and geographical specificities are concerned; in particular, the 
decorative function is, in many instances, an exoticizing function that reduces the 
effectiveness of the educational aspects.  
 The most prominent image in the illustrateGHGLWLRQRI+LOO¶VQRYHOLVWKH
document from which the novel takes its name: the historical Book of Negroes, which, as 
outlined in paratexts to both unillustrated and illustrated versions of the novel as well as 
in magazine articles, Hill considers a foundational document in African-Canadian history. 
,QWKHQRYHO¶VQDUUDWLYHDVWKH5HYROXWLRQDU\:DUGUDZVWRDFORVHWKHSURWDJRQLVW
Aminata, then located in New York City, becomes the scribe of the Book of Negroes, the 
ledger recording the details of the Black Loyalists, as well as the slaves and indentured 
VHUYDQWVRIZKLWH/R\DOLVWVJUDQWHGSDVVDJHE\WKH%ULWLVKWR&DQDGD,QDGGLWLRQWR+LOO¶V
own explicit assertions of the significance of the ³OLWWOH-NQRZQGRFXPHQW´³)UHHGRP´
17) of the Book of NegrRHVWKHQRYHO¶VWLWOH3 and the original cover image, in which the 
photographed face of a young black woman appears in palimpsest with the faint lines of a 
KDQGZULWWHQGRFXPHQWFRPELQHZLWKWKHQDUUDWLYHDERXWWKHGRFXPHQW¶VSURGXFWLRQWR
circulate knowledge about the ledger and its significance. In the illustrated edition, the 
image of the ledger appears on four consecutive pages (302-5): the first two pages are 
entirely taken up with the image of pages 37 and 38 of the ledger itself, accompanied by 
explanatory captions in the margins of the novel; in the subsequent two pages, a close-up 
on the bottom portion of different adjoining pages of the ledger takes up one third of the 
SDJHVRIWKHQRYHOZLWK+LOO¶VWH[WORFDWHGEHORZEHVLGHDGGLWLRQDOLQIRUPDWLRn in the 
marginal captions about Thomas Peters, who is recorded on the page of the ledger 
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presented DQGZKRDSSHDUVDVDFKDUDFWHULQ+LOO¶VQRYHORQFHWKHQDUUDWLYHPRYHVWR
Nova Scotia. The space given to the Book of Negroes demonstrates the weight of 
importance accorded it by the novel. In a telling contrast, the famous diagram of the slave 
ship Brookes³WKHEHVW-NQRZQDEROLWLRQLVWLPDJH´/DFH\ZKLFKGHPRQVWUDWHVWKH
horrific conditions under which slaves were transported across the Atlantic, appears as a 
full- yet single-SDJHLPDJHLQWKHPLGVWRI+LOO¶VQDUUDWLYHRI$PLQDWD¶VH[SHULHQFHVRI
the Middle Passage (67). The significance accorded to the Book of Negroes, already 
present in the original edition but visually emphasized in the illustrated edition, suggests 
an attempt to transform the Book of Negroes into what Abigail Ward calls a 
³GRFXPRQXPHQW´ZKHUHE\LQUHODWLRQWR³WKHWUDQVDWODQWLFVODYHWUDGH«GRFXPHQWV
SHUKDSVVWDQGDVXQRIILFLDOPRQXPHQWVWRWKHSDVW´7KHFRQWUDVWEHWZHHn the space 
taken up by the Book of Negroes and the Brookes diagram implies a desire to elevate the 
former to the status of the latter where general knowledge of the transatlantic slave 
WUDGH¶VKLVWRU\LVFRQFHUQHGLQGHHG+LOO¶VRZQThe Book of Negroes might also be said 
to accrue status as a result. 
 The Book of Negroes constitutes the most prominent example of The Book of 
Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ¶VGLYHUJHQFHIURPFRQYHQWLRQDOLOOXVWUDWHGQRYHOVWKH
KLVWRULFDOGRFXPHQWSUHFHGHGDQGLQVSLUHG+LOO¶s narrative. In contrast to the more usual 
VFHQDULRRIDQLOOXVWUDWRULQWHUSUHWLQJRUSHUKDSVPLVLQWHUSUHWLQJWKHDXWKRU¶VYLVLRQLQ
the original 2007 edition of The Book of Negroes, it is Hill, the author, who has taken 
liberties with the history of visual culture, by imagining an African woman, escaped from 
KHURZQHUDVWKHGRFXPHQW¶VVFULEH%XWLQWKHLOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQRI+LOO¶VQRYHOthe 
YLVXDOSUHVHQFHRIWKHGRFXPHQWZLWKLQWKHQDUUDWLYHRIIHUVDQH[DPSOHRI/LQWRQ¶V
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suggestion that illustratiRQ³WKURZVVRPHOLJKW´RQWKHPDWHULDOFHUWDLQO\RQWKHKLVWRULFDO
information Hill seeks to impart through his narrative. Other examples of pre-existing 
images clearly informing the narrative include the painting A Black Woodcutter at 
Shelburne, Nova Scotia 1788 E\:%RRWKYLLLDQGDQGWKHDEROLWLRQLVW³$P,1RWD
:RPDQDQGD6LVWHU"´PHGDOOLRQ%RRWK¶VLPDJHDSSHDUVERWKLQ+LOO¶V
introduction to the illustrated edition, in which Hill describes the effect the painting had 
on him and its prompting him to write of a black woodcutter whom he names Ben 
Henson (ix-x), and alongside the narrative of the torching of Birchtown and the 
description of Ben being attacked by angry whites while he does his work (347-9). On the 
one hand, the doubled presenFHRIWKHLPDJHDQG+LOO¶VH[SODQDWLRQRILWVVLJQLILFDQFHWR
his writing, merely gestures towards the inspiration for Hill to include a minor character 
based on an image he encountered in his research. On the other hand, the date of the 
image testifies to and insists upon the presence of a black community in Nova Scotia in 
the eighteenth century, a powerful reminder that African-Canadians have been unfairly 
DFFRUGHGWKHVWDWXVRISHUSHWXDOQHZFRPHUVWR&DQDGDIRU³[w]hile Black people date 
their presence in Canada from as early as the 1600s, Blackness is still considered a recent 
SKHQRPHQRQZLWKLQWKHQDWLRQ´:DOFRWW 
 7KH³$P,1RWD:RPDQDQGD6LVWHU"´PHGDOOLRQDOVRILQGVLWVZD\LPSOLFLWO\
into the narrative, yet the positioning of the medallioQ¶VLPDJHZLWKLQWKHLOOXVWUDWHG
edition is particularly suggestive of a more complicated engagement with the token than 
mere reproduction in the text. Aminata echoes the slogan emblazoned on the medallion in 
her interaction with her Charles Town owner, Solomon Lindo, when they argue about 
gendered and racialized language. Lindo informs Aminata that he has composed a 
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newspaper advertisement to publicize her midwifery skills, in which he refers to Aminata 
DVD³VHQVLEOH*XLQHDZHQFK´1RWRQO\GRHV$PLQDWDREMHFWWR³*XLQHD´EXWVKH
DOVRDVVHUWV³,DPQRZHQFK,DPDZLIH,DPDPRWKHU$UHQ¶W,DZRPDQ"´$V
&KULVWLQH'XIIDUJXHV$PLQDWD¶VFKRLFHRISKUDVLQJHFKRHVIRUUHDGHUVRI+LOO¶VQRYHO 
6RMRXUQHU7UXWK¶V³$LQ¶W,DZRPDQ"´VSHHFK³PDN>LQJ@$PLQDWDDILFWLRQDO
IRUHPRWKHUWRWKHIDPHGDEROLWLRQLVWDQGZRPHQ¶VULJKWVDFWLYLVW´%XWLWDOVR
echoes the abolitionist medallion4 that FLUFXODWHG³[p]erhaps the most long-lived icon of 
WKHDQWLVODYHU\PRYHPHQW>@«WKHNQHHOLQJVXSSOLFDQWILJXUH´0RUJDQDORQJVLGH
WKHVORJDQ³$P,1RWD:RPDQDQGD6LVWHU"´SURGXFHGLQDVDFRPSDQLRQWRWKH
HDUOLHU³$P,1RWD0DQDQGD%URWKHU"´WRNHQThe Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ
presents images of both the male and female versions of the medallion (475).  
5DWKHUWKDQLQFOXGHWKHVHLPDJHVDORQJVLGH$PLQDWD¶VFKDOOHQJHWR/LQGR
however, WKHLOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQSDLUVWKHWRNHQVZLWKWKHIUDPLQJQDUUDWLYHRI$PLQDWD¶V
somewhat uneasy alliance with white, male, British abolitionists who attempt to dictate 
the terms in which her life story will be told for their own political purposes. That 
$PLQDWDUHVLVWVWKHDEROLWLRQLVWV³ZKRSUHVVXUHKHUWRPDNHKHUVWRU\FRQIRUPWRWKHSUH-
H[LVWLQJPRGHO´RIWKHVODYHQDUUDWLYH<RUNHZLWKin the part of the text that 
accompanies the medallions underscores the gap within the illustrated edition between 
$PLQDWD¶VUHIXVDORI/LQGR¶VWHUPVDQGWKHSUREOHPDWLFSROLWLFVRIDEROLWLRQLVW
LFRQRJUDSK\,QWKHPHGDOOLRQ³>W@KHVODYHLVUHQGHUHGLQZKat may seem like patronizing 
terms, as a diminutive, partially nude figure pleading on [her] knees to fully clothed, 
XSULJKWZKLWHILJXUHV´/DFH\DVLVWKHFDVHZLWKWKHIHPDOHYHUVLRQLQFOXGHGZLWKLQ
The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ7KXVif Aminata has echoed the abolitionist 
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medallion alongside Sojourner Truth in her challenge to Lindo, her assertion of her right 
to consider call herself a woman, rather than a wench, the distance between her challenge 
DQGWKHSODFHPHQWRIWKHPHGDOOLRQ¶Vimage in the illustrated edition undermines the 
disempowerment of the supplication portrayed in the image. The fact that the medallion 
LPDJHGRHVQRWDFFRPSDQ\$PLQDWD¶VUHVLVWDQFHWR/LQGREXWUDWKHULVORFDWHGLQWKH
PLGVWRI$PLQDWD¶VH[SHULHQFHVZLWKLondon-based white abolitionists both heightens 
$PLQDWD¶Vher resistance to her owner, in particular, and to the system of slavery in 
general and enables the illustrated Book of Negroes to critique further the white 
authorities of the abolitionist movement.  
 The inclusion and placement of the medallion image, and the simultaneous 
LQYRFDWLRQDQGVXEYHUVLRQRIWKHWRNHQZLWKLQ+LOO¶VQDUUDWLYHRIIHUDFRPSOH[
interaction between image and text. IIDV6WHSKDQLH<RUNHDUJXHV³>W@he slave narrative 
has outliYHGLWVDSSDUHQWSROLWLFDOIXQFWLRQ´+LOO¶V³QHR-VODYHQDUUDWLYH´'XII
has different political ends, particularly where a Canadian audience is concerned: to 
disabuse Canadians of long-mythologized impressions of Canada as a haven from slavery 
and racism. As Thomas writes, ³3HUKDSV«WKHFRQMXQFWLRQEHWZHHQZRUGDQGLPDJH
allows the illustrated book to be more effective an ideological tool than books that do not 
LQFOXGHSLFWXUHV´,QThe Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQpointed evidence of 
slavery in Canada appears in the form of a bill of sale for a slave in Halifax, dated 1776 
DQGDQDGYHUWLVHPHQWIRUVODYHVWKDWKDYHEHHQ³MXVWLPSRUWHG´GDWHG
$VWKHFDSWLRQIRUWKHODWWHUQRWHV³7KLVQHZVSDSHUDGYHUWLVHPHQWVKRZs that Halifax 
WRRNSDUWLQWKH$WODQWLFVODYHWUDGH´FRQWUDGLFWLQJWKHGRPLQDQWYHUVLRQRI
Canadian history in which Canada figures only as a refuge from slavery, not an active 
 10 
participant in it. If white Canadians have long cherished their false assumption that 
&DQDGD¶VKLVWRU\LVRQHZLWKRXWVODYHU\WKHVHGRFXPHQWVDXWKRUHGE\ZKLWH&DQDGLDQV
bear witness to the truth that destroys that assumption. That these images should 
DFFRPSDQ\WKHWH[WWKDWGHVFULEHV$PLQDWD¶VILUVWGD\VLQ1RYD6FRWLDXQderscore the 
H[WHQWWRZKLFKWKH³SURPLVHGODQG´WKDWVKHZDVLQGHHGSURPLVHGE\WKH%ULWLVK
in New York, could not possibly be found in Nova Scotia. 
 Thus far, my discussion has focused on teasing out some of the possibilities of 
³UHODWLRQ´WRXVH/LQWRQ¶VWHUPEHWZHHQLPDJHDQGWH[WLQThe Book of Negroes¶
illustrated edition. However, while the images examined above enhance some of the 
FULWLTXHVRIIHUHGE\+LOO¶VQRYHODQGWHVWLI\WRLPSRUWDQWKLVWRULFDOWUXWKVDERXWWKH
racialized politics witKLQWKHDEROLWLRQLVWPRYHPHQWDQGDERXW&DQDGD¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWR
slavery and racism, they are in the minority in the illustrated edition. Several images²
particularly, although not exclusively, near the beginning of the text, which focuses on 
$PLQDWD¶VFKLOdhood in West Africa²bear little relation to the narrative and appear to 
IXQFWLRQSUHGRPLQDQWO\DVRUQDPHQWDWLRQWHQGLQJWRZDUGV+RGQHWW¶VFULWHULRQRI
decoration, but without adequate gestures towards the elements of representation or 
interpretation. Many captions do not include information about the date of production, 
OHDYLQJUHDGHUVWKHWDVNRIIOLSSLQJVRPHSDJHVDKHDGWRWKHILQHSULQWRIWKH³/LVWRI
:RUNV5HSURGXFHG´-10), which frequently demonstrates the inappropriateness of 
WKHLPDJH¶VLnclusion through chronological or geographical mismatch with the events 
and locations represented in the narrative. Such ornamentation therefore presents an 
³DHVWKHWLFVRIGHFRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQ´UHIOHFWLQJZKDW*UDKDP+XJJDQKDVLGHQWLILHGDVD
³SRVWFRORQLDOH[RWLF´GLVFRXUVH7KHILUVWLPDJHIROORZLQJ+LOO¶VLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKH
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illustrated edition shows a sketch of a Fula village by John Green, from 1745, indicating 
a temporal and cultural match with the narrative: Aminata claims, on the page facing the 
LOOXVWUDWLRQWKDWVKH³VXVSHFW>V@WKDW>VKH@ZDVERUQLQRUFORVHWRLW´DQGWKDWVKHLV
³D%DPDQD´²RQKHUPRWKHU¶VVLGH²³>D@QGD)XOD´²RQKHUIDWKHU¶V+RZHYHUQR
context is given for John Green, the artist, how he might know about the construction of a 
Fula village, or how reliable his sketch is taken to be. The next image incorporates the 
RWKHUKDOIRI$PLQDWD¶VKHULWDJHLQLWVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI³>D@%DPDQDIDPLO\FRPSRXQG
IURP0DOL´DVWKHFDSWLRQUHDGVLQLWVHQWLUHW\8QOLNHWKHIirst image, however, this is 
QRWDVNHWFKIURPWKH\HDURI$PLQDWD¶VELUWKEXWUDWKHUDSKRWRJUDSKWDNHQLQ7KH
GHWDLOVRIWKHSKRWRJUDSKDVLQGLFDWHGLQWKH³/LVWRI:RUNV5HSURGXFHG´JLYHVOLJKWO\
PRUHLQIRUPDWLRQUHIHUULQJWR³%RXJRuni village,´DQGLQGLFDWLQJWKHSKRWRJUDSKHULV
Eliot Elisofon (507), but the inclusion of a 1970 photograph alongside a text representing 
the mid-eighteenth century has the effect of ossifying Bamana culture, suggesting the 
photographed family compound is somehow unSUREOHPDWLFDOO\UHOHYDQWWR$PLQDWD¶V
GHVFULSWLRQRIKHUPRWKHU¶VKRPHYLOODJHPRUHWKDQWZRKXQGUHG\HDUVHDUOLHU 
 If these images of villages are intended to help the reader imagine the locations 
described, colour photographs of decorative African objects that do not appear in the 
narrative itself sit uneasily alongside the narrative text. Aminata does refer to cowrie 
shells in her narration of her childhood: not only are four hundred of them included in her 
IDWKHU¶VFRPSHQVDWLRQWRKHUPDWHUQDOJUDQGIDWKHULQH[FKDQJHIRUKHUPRWKHU¶VKDQGLQ
marriage (11), but she also sucks on a cowrie shell while she is forced into a slave coffle 
2QWKHVDPHSDJHDVWKHGHVFULSWLRQRIKHUIDWKHU¶VFRPSHQVDWLRQWRKHUJUDQGIDWKHU
the illustrated edition provides DSKRWRRID³1¶GRPRPDVNZLWKFRZULHVKHOOVIURPWKH
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%DPDQDSHRSOHRI0DOL´DQGWKHFDSWLRQLQIRUPVXVWKDW³>W@KHGHFRUDWLYHFRZULHVKHOOV
VRPHWLPHVVHUYHGDVFXUUHQF\´/DWHUIROORZLQJ$PLQDWD¶VFDSWXUHDQLPDJHRI³>D@
twin figurine with cowrie-VKHOOEHDGQHFNODFHVIURPWKH<RUXEDSHRSOHRI1LJHULD´
appears, although not on a page that includes cowrie shells in its textual content. 
Although cowrie shells do feature in the narrative, they never do so in the context of 
masks or figurines. No dates are given for these objects (not even in the notes at the back 
of the volume), so we cannot discern their temporal appropriateness. Although the mask 
is Bamana, the figurine is Yoruba, and there is no discussion of relations and cultural 
connections EHWZHHQGLIIHUHQW$IULFDQSHRSOHVWRPDNHVHQVHRIWKHILJXULQH¶VLQFOXVLRQ
for the Western reader. The inclusion of these images is problematic insofar as the 
geographical frame of reference is expanded WRDPRUHJHQHUDOL]HG³$IULFD´DWHUPthat 
Aminata herself contests in the novel as having no relevance to her [124]), and we do not 
see the shells in the context described by the narrative but rather in terms of adornment. 
7KHREMHFWRI$PLQDWD¶VIDVFLQDWLRQDVDFKLOGLVWKHYLOODJHFKLHI¶V³SUL]HGPHWDOEXFNHW´
(19), to which the narrative refers on more than one occasion. Presumably an image of 
such an object would be of less interest to the imagined reader of the illustrated edition, 
even though it would be more relevant to the actual story; as such, it is telling that the 
more decorative, decontextualized mask and figurine feature instead, allowing the reader 
to aestheticize African cultures. 
 The lack of geographical specificity increases in the images of slave coffles, 
which include a painting from 1799 (34-VLPSO\UHIHUUHGWRDV³&DSWXUHG$IULFDQVWR
EHVROGDVVODYHV´DQGDQengraving depicting DFRIIOHLQ³the Portuguese 
colonies of Southeast Africa, near the Zambesi River´YLUWXDOO\DFRQWLQHQWDZD\
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IURP$PLQDWD¶VFKLldhood and capture. No further information about PortugDO¶VVODYH
trade or its African colonies is offered, and no justification given for including this image, 
despite the temporal and geographical gap between it and the narrative.5 In the 1860 
painting Women Planting Crops in Central Africa (13), the geographical specificity slips 
between the title of the painting, which only appears at the end of the illustrated edition 
RIWKHQRYHODQGWKHFDSWLRQRIIHUHGRQWKHIDFLQJSDJHZKLFKUHDGV³7KHLPDJHRIthe 
PRWKHUZRUNLQJZLWKFKLOGRQKHUEDFNLVFRPPRQLQPDQ\SDUWVRI$IULFD´XVLQJD
JHQHUDOL]HGFRQWLQHQWDOFXOWXUHDJHQHUDOL]DWLRQSURWHVWHGE\WKHQRYHO¶VRZQ
protagonist) to suggest relevance to the narrative. But the regional specificity of Central 
$IULFDRIIHUHGE\WKHSDLQWLQJ¶VWLWOHLVIROORZHGE\DODWHULPDJH¶VQDWLRQDOVSHFLILFLW\D
1900 photograph entitled Senegalese Mother and Child, as indicated both by the caption 
(140) and the notes at the back of the novel. The image accompanies text in which 
$PLQDWDQRWHVWRDQRWKHUZRPDQWKDWVKHLV³KROG>LQJ@>KHU@EDE\LQWKH$IULFDQZD\´
(140) on the indigo plantation where Aminata is enslaved. Although the woman protests, 
³,¶VIURPGLVKHUHODQG«VRGRDQEHWHOOLQJPHQRWKLQJµERXW$IULFD´LQVXFKD
way that readers may believe she disavows her African past, it is likely a stretch to read 
the pairing of image and text as suggesting the woman is from Senegal. Both the coffle 
and the figure of the woman with her baby on her back are images that are repeated in the 
illustrated edition. This repetition is curious, suggesting that adornment of the pages is 
more important than other criteria. In the case of the photograph of the Senegalese 
woman, as with the 1970 photograph of the Bamana village, the inclusion of the image 
ZLWKRXWFRQWH[WXDOL]LQJLQIRUPDWLRQVXJJHVWVDIL[HG³$IULFDQ´FXOWXUH, rendering a 
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FRQWLQHQW¶VPXOWLSOHFXOWXUHVDQGFRQWH[WVHDVLO\FRQVXPDEOHDVSDUWRID³SRVWFRORQLDO
H[RWLF´SDFNDJH. 
 ,QWKHVHLPDJHV¶SULPDU\IXQFWLon of ornamentation, suggested through 
decontextualization and absent justification for geographical and/or temporal mismatch, 
The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQUHSOLFDWHVVRPHRIWKHIHDWXUHVRINational 
Geographic magazine. Not only is National Geographic D³FXOWXUDODUWLIDF>W@´EHORQJLQJ
WRWKH³KLJKPLGGOHEURZ´WKDWKDVEHHQDFFRUGHGSHGDJRJLFDOYDOXHWKURXJKLWV³us[e] by 
VFKRROVDVDWHDFKLQJWRRO´ (Lutz and Collins 7, 2)²features that The Book of Negroes 
arguably shares²but according to Catherine A. Lutz and Jane L. Collins, the magazine 
mediates between its American readership and majority-world cultures: ³WKHZRUOG¶V
peoples become aestheWLFREMHFWVWRDSSUHFLDWH´ The majority world thus becomes 
aestheticized for first-world readers and viewers. For Lutz and Collins, National 
Geographic becomes a means of bolstering the cultural capital of its readership, allowing 
³WKHYLHZHU>WR@VHHKLPVHOIRUKHUVHOI«DVFXOWXUHG>@«EHFDXVHWKHSKRWRJUDSKLVOLNH
DPXVHXPSLHFHDZRUNRIDUW´7KH³SUHVWLJH´ERXQGXSLQNational Geographic 
UHIOHFWVERWKWKHDVSLUDWLRQDOSRVLWLRQRI³PLGGOH-FODVVSDUHQWV´ZKRVXEVFULEHWRWKH
PDJD]LQH³DVDZD\RIFRQWULEXWLQJWRWKHHGXFDWLRQRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ´DQGWKHDHVWKHWLF
packaging of the magazine, inclXGLQJ³WKHFRVWOLQHVVRIWKHSDSHUDQGELQGLQJ´WKDW
³DOPRVWSXVKHVWKHGeographic RXWRIWKHFDWHJRU\PDJD]LQH«DQGLQWRWKHFDWHJRU\
ERRNRUHQF\FORSHGLD´DQG³DIIRUGVLWDSODFHRQFRIIHHWDEOHV´ 
I do not wish to overstate the resemblance between National Geographic and The 
Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ$IWHUDOOThe Book of Negroes details the horrors of 
the Middle Passage, plantation work, the racism encountered by the Black Loyalists in 
 15 
Nova Scotia, and the struggles to establish a colony in Sierra Leone, all of which seem 
out of step with National Geographic¶VPDQGDWH³RIVKRZLQJSHRSOHDWWKHLUEHVW´DVD
UHVXOW³YHU\IHZNational Geographic photographs show their subjects engaged in, being 
victimized by, or in the obvious afWHUPDWKRIYLROHQWHQFRXQWHUV´/XW]DQG&ROOLQV
scenarios that would encompass a good deal of The Book of Negroes¶QDUUDWLYH%XW
although it is clearly not a serial magazine, The Book of Negroes¶ illustrated edition, 
particularly in its earlier images drawn from African cultures, appears to offer a window 
into majority-world life for the mainstream, first-world reader and viewer; further, the 
SHGDJRJLFDODSSHDOVWRKLVWRULFDOIDFWWKDWLQIXVHWKHSDUDWH[WVRI+LOO¶VQRYHOGRYHWDLO
with the kinds of consumption of National Geographic that Lutz and Collins describe.  
To return to The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQ¶VLQFOXVLRQRIWKHSenegalese 
Mother and Child photograph, this portrait appears to correspond to National Geographic 
strategies in its IRUHJURXQGLQJRIWKHGHWDLOVRIWKHZRPDQ¶VFORWKLQJPLPLFNLQJWKH
Geographic¶VIDVFLQDWLRQZLWK³indigenous dress, tribal fashion, and/or ritual costume. 
The National Geographic VHDUFKHVRXWQDWLYHFORWKLQJLQLWVPRVWHODERUDWHIRUP´/XW]
and Collins 91). The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQOLNHNational Geographic, 
fuses the educational with the aesthetic. The text of the novel teaches the Western reader 
that it is an African custom for women to carry their babies on their backs; the image of 
Women Planting Crops in Central Africa, coupled with its caption, reinforces this lesson. 
By the time Senegalese Mother and Child appears, we have been alerted to this custom 
more than once in the narrative, and visually through the earlier painting; thus, the 
custom is doubly reinforced for the Western reader at the same time as the Senegalese 
Mother and Child photograph treats the reader and viewer to what, to Western eyes, 
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FRQVWLWXWHV³H[RWLF´GUHVVDGGLQJ³VSOHQGRXU´LQ/LQWRQ¶VWHUPVZLWKRXWVKHGGLQJany 
SDUWLFXODUO\XVHIXO³OLJKW´RQWKHQDUUDWLYH7Ke inclusion of such an image reinforces the 
illustrated edition¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQ³WKHSRVWFRORQLDOH[RWLF´DSURGXFWRI³WKHVSLUDOOLQJ
FRPPRGLILFDWLRQRIFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFH´Huggan 33). 
If, as Hodnett argues, illustrations function to represent, interpret, and decorate, 
The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQXVLQJLPDJHVWKDWSUH-GDWHWKHQDUUDWLYH¶V
production, requires us to identify different functions for the illustrations that accompany 
+LOO¶s text. The Book of Negroes¶ illustrated edition serves both to educate and to 
decorate, and although the educational function works effectively through the images that 
WHVWLI\WRWKH³[s]ODYHU\>WKDW@LV&DQDGD¶VEHVW-NHSWVHFUHW´&RRSHU at times the 
decorative function eclipses the educational, as in the decontextualized images that lack 
ZKDW/LQWRQFRQVLGHUVWKH³UHODWLRQ´WRWKHQDUUDWLYH or that imply a fixed and singular 
African culture. If National Geographic¶VDHVWKHWLFL]HGSUHVWLJHIDFLOLWDWHs its display in 
domestic settings, The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHGHGLWLRQGHVFULEHGE\HarperCollins, 
WKHERRN¶VSXEOLVKHU DVD³beautiful full-FRORXUJLIWHGLWLRQRIWKHQHZ&DQDGLDQFODVVLF´
³>D@KROLGD\JLIWWRWUHDVXUH´DQGD³NHHSVDNHHGLWLRQ«HVVHQWLDOIRUDQ\ERRNORYHU¶s 
FROOHFWLRQ´DSSHDUVWREHSUHFLVHO\WKHNLQGRIWH[WWKDWZRXOGEHDWKRPHRQDFRIIHH
table. Of course, HarperCollins is simply attempting to sell the illustrated edition 
(possibly, even probably, to readers who already own the original, non-illustrated 
version), but its method of appealing to the consumer is telling in its framing of the new 
version through the status of the aesthetic, exoticized material object. 
As Celeste-Marie Bernier DQG-XGLH1HZPDQQRWH³$XWKRUV«DUH not 
UHVSRQVLEOHIRUWKHSXEOLVKLQJLQGXVWU\¶VGHYLFHV´,GRQRWZLVKWRcontest +LOO¶V
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assertion that numerous works of art, documents, and objects inspired his representations 
RI$PLQDWD¶VJHRJUDSKLFDOO\GLYHUVHH[SHULHQFHVLQThe Book of Negroes, regardless of 
when and where each of these artifacts may have been produced. Further, as I have 
argued, some of the images included within the illustrated edition have the potential both 
to deepen our understanding of the novel and its subversion of abolitionist expression and 
WRHQKDQFHTXLWHVXEVWDQWLDOO\+LOO¶VQDUUDWLYH¶VLQWHUYHQWLRQLQWRSRSXODU
misunderstandings of Canadian history, particularly concerning &DQDGD¶VRZQ
relationship to slavery, the migrations of black North Americans, DQGWKHQDWLRQ¶s 
KLVWRULHVRIUDFLVP%XW+DUSHU&ROOLQV¶SDFNDJLQJRI+LOO¶VQDUUDWLYHDORQJVLGHLPDJHV
with less direct significance to the narrative makes The Book of Negroes¶LOOXVWUDWHG
edition ideologically suspect where ornamentation threatens to eclipse the more effective 
roles that illustration can play, and indeed, at times, does play in this text. With the film 
adaptation of The Book of Negroes on the horizon, as well as the promotional video for 
the illustrated edition of the novel (see Covello)²which seems both to act as trailer for 
the illustrated edition and to prefigure the film adaptation²we are reminded not only of 
WKH³SDWKRORJ\RIFXOWXUDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQXQGHUODWHFDSLWDOLVP´+XJJDQEXWDOVRRI
the fact that with each iteration of a text, particularly iterations embedded in visual 
culture, the text both circulates more widely and circulates in a new incarnation. That this 
LOOXVWUDWHGLQFDUQDWLRQRI+LOO¶VQRYHOVKRXOGSDUWLFLSDWHLQVRPHRIWKHVWUDWHJLHVRI
National Geographic alerts us to the re-production of the text as an aestheticized, 
exoticized object that sometimes operates considerably at odds with its narrative. In 
pitching the abolitionist narrative that would become 8QFOH7RP¶V&DELQ³one of the 
most visualized texts of the nineteenth ceQWXU\´7KRPDVWRWKHHGLWRURINational 
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Era, Harriet Beecher Stowe offered to produce an anti-slavery story that would allow 
UHDGHUWR³YLVXDOL]HVODYHU\´0RUJDQ ³There is no arguing with pictures and 
everybody is impressed with them, whether thH\PHDQWREHRUQRW´TWG As more 
popular formats that blend the textual and the visual allow the narrative to reach a larger 
audience, however, we may find the need to argue with pictures, even if the images 
themselves impress: for the ways in which such formats reread and resignify the text 
must be read, and viewed, with care.  
 
 
Notes  
                                                 
1
 The Black Loyalists ZHUHFRPSULVHGRI³DERXWIUHHEODFNV´ZKRPLJUDWHGWR1RYD
6FRWLDIROORZLQJWKH$PHULFDQ5HYROXWLRQDU\:DU³PDQ\RIZKRPKDGSURPLVHGWKHLU
OR\DOW\WRWKH%ULWLVKDUP\LQUHWXUQIRUIUHHGRP´1HOVRQ 
2
 $OWKRXJKLQKLVLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKHQRYHO¶Villustrated edition, Hill identifies a handful 
of specific images that featured prominently in his research for the novel, namely W. 
%RRWK¶VSDLQWLQJA Black Woodcutter at Shelburne, Nova Scotia 1788, George James 
5RZH¶VSDLQWLQJView of the Colony of Sierra Leone Previous to the Transports Being 
Discharged -DPHV*LOOUD\¶VHWFKLQJAnti-Saccharites, or John Bull and His 
Family Leaving off the Use of Sugar -RQDWKDQ*UHHQ¶VSDLQWLQJTales (1998), and 
+HQULHWWD6KRUH¶VSDLQWLQJNegro Woman and Two Children (c.1916), the edition does 
not indicate whether Hill chose all the images that are included or whether he had any 
LQSXWLQWRWKHLPDJHV¶SODFHPHQWZLWKLQWKHWH[W 
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3
 However, the novel was published in the United States as Someone Knows My Name. 
No illustrated edition with the title Someone Knows My Name has been published in the 
United States, and the American Amazon website currently lists only a Kindle version of 
the illustrated edition of The Book of Negroes. 
4
 Thanks to Mark Eastwood for bringing this to my attention. 
5
 $V/RZHOO-6DWUHQRWHVGHVSLWHRIILFLDOGHFUHHVOLPLWLQJ3RUWXJDO¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQWKH
VODYHWUDGHLQWKHV³LWZDVQRWXQWLOWKHVWKDW>WKHFRXQWU\@SXVKHGWKURXJKD
series of decrees that effectively limited WKHVODYHWUDGHLQ3RUWXJDO¶V$IULFDQSRVVHVVLRQV
DQGSURYLGHGIRUWKHJUDGXDODEROLWLRQRIVODYHU\´,QDGHFUHH³HQGHGVODYHU\
WKURXJKRXWWKH3RUWXJXHVHFRORQLHVWREHHIIHFWLYHZLWKLQWZHQW\\HDUV´DOWKRXJKDV
Satre observes, even after 1878, coerced labour persisted in many Portuguese colonies.  
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